FOCUS by Burke (Editor), Larry
Home Below 
Hell's Canyon 
Excerpts from Grace Jordan's 
account of her family's life 
along the Snake River. 
They would become one of Idaho's most 
prominent families. But in 1933 when Len 
and Grace Jordan moved their three children 
to a remote ranch on the Snake River, they 
were more concerned with surviving the 
Depression's devastating effects. The years 
the family would spend at isolated Kirkwood 
Bar Ranch in Hell's Canyon would be ardu-
ous yet rich in adventure and camaraderie. 
Before Len became a U.S. senator in the 
1960s, Grace chronicled their rugged life in 
her book Home Below Hell's Canyon. 
Len and Grace Jordan received the BSU 
President's A ward for Life and Letters in 
I 981. BS U annually sponsors the Grace J or-
dan poetry contest and will name a ballroom 
in the Student Union in her honor. BSU hosts The house on the right was home to the Jordans during their time in Hell's Canyon. 
an annual lecture series on economics in his 
name. Home Below Hell's Canyon was 
published in 1954 by Thomas Y. Crowell Co., 
New York. 
INTO THE CANYON 
Kirkwood Bar was the sheep ranch which 
my husband and I, with a partner named 
Dick Maxwell, were buying. It lay in the 
Snake gorge, on the Idaho side, just below 
Hell's Canyon, that deepest scar on North 
America's face, through which the river is 
not navigable and where even foot travel 
stops. The business arrangements had been 
completed while I was with my parents, a 
day's journey west of Lewiston; and though 
I knew something of sheep ranches, I had 
never seen one in the shadow of an impass-
able canyon. 
It was spring 1933, and the financial shak-
ing of the past three years had jolted the 
Jordans badly. In those years we had aban-
doned running our own stock and had 
managed for another stockman, sometimes 
doing on wages of less than $100 a month 
plus our living, and I longed to get where we 
could operate again for ourselves, regardless 
of any physical hardship such ownership 
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might involve. I was not disturbed by the 
isolation one must expect at Kirkwood and 
the two children were almost as eager as I to 
reach the new place their father had described 
in his letters. 
PENALTIES OF SUCCESS 
The canyon could make and break a man. 
For example, a stockman might come in full 
of ambition- I could think of several who 
had. The canyon would let him do well, and 
he seemed to be on his way to success. The 
opportunities here were unusual, because of 
the favorable climate and the good range-
the range remained good because it was 
inaccessible. The stockman could have the 
range as long as he paid his fees and used it 
right. 
So, before long, he found himself on his 
financial feet, but he should not assume 
therefore that the canyon liked him and had 
put him in the permanent file. At this point 
the man tended to grow satisfied and a little 
lazy. One day he might become careless on 
the trail and roll with his packstring; or he 
might be rowing across the river and forget 
to watch, whereupon a hidden boil would 
catch him. Perhaps he emerged safely that 
time, but he shouldn't let it happen again. 
Two years have passed, three or four. Our 
man is older now; he is full of self-esteem 
because of the way he has added to his land 
and stock. He sees that he is abler than other 
stockmen; he insists on their recognizing his 
superiority. Meanwhile there is somebody 
he loves and must depend upon, but distrust 
infects their relationship. 
All of his moves become selfish, and he is 
determined that whenver there is a disagree-
ment it must be settled his way. Ugly temp-
tations steal into his daytime thoughts; he 
loses the clear, open look he used to have. 
His neighbors cease to turn to him; he is no 
help and no comfort to anyone. It is better to 
avoid him. 
Now he should have left the canyon -
according to my theory - after it yielded 
him what his ability and his labor entitled 
him to. But he didn't do this, so now he 
suffers the penalty: he becomes ugly; he goes 
on to become treacherous. 
SUICIDE SWITCHBACK 
My housebound existence had begun to 
p a l l  o n  m e ,  s o  o n e  m i l d  m o r n i n g  b e f o r e  t h e  
l a m b i n g  r u s h ,  w h e n  D i c k  s a i d  h e  h a d  t o  g o  t o  
T e m p e r a n c e  C r e e k  a n d  a s k e d  m e  t o  g o  a l o n g ,  
I  w a s  o v e r j o y e d .  H e  s a i d  w e  c o u l d  h a v e  
d i n n e r  w i t h  A n n a  ( a  n e i g h b o r )  a n d  b e  h o m e  
b y  f o u r  o ' c l o c k .  E a g e r l y  I  c o n s u l t e d  L e n .  H e  
a g r e e d  t o  s t a y  c l o s e  t o  t h e  h o u s e  t h i s  o n e  d a y ,  
s o  I  m o u n t e d  B a b e  a n d  o f f  w e  w e n t .  
U p  t o  n o w  I  h a d  b e e n  o n l y  a  m i l e  o r  t w o  u p  
t h e  r i v e r  a n d  I  b o t h  l o n g e d  a n d  d r e a d e d  t o  
e x p l o r e  f u r t h e r .  D i c k  r o d e  a h e a d ,  a n d  w h e n  
w e  h a d  c l e a r e d  H a l f m o o n  a n d  t h e  b l u n t ,  l o w  
r i d g e s  b e y o n d  i t ,  h e  c a l l e d  t o  m e  t h a t  S a l t  
C r e e k  w a s  o p p o s i t e  o n  t h e  O r e g o n  s i d e ,  a n d  
t h a t  w e  w e r e  n o w  s t a r t i n g  t o  c l i m b  t o  S u i -
c i d e .  A t  t h e  w o r d  I  b e g a n  t o  c o n g e a l .  
S u i c i d e  i s  a  s i n g l e  p o r t e n t o u s  r o c k ,  t h e  e n d  
p i e r  o f  a  d o m i n a n t  v o l c a n i c  s p i n e  t h a t  r u n s  
f r o m  h i g h  i n  t h e  d i v i d e  t o  m e e t  t h e  S n a k e .  A s  
o u r  t r a i l  a s c e n d e d ,  w i t h o u t  s w i t c h b a c k s ,  
e d g i n g  n e a r e r  t h e  d r o p ,  i t  a l s o  n a r r o w e d .  W e  
m a d e  a  b e n d  a n d  w e r e  s u d d e n l y  o u t  o n  t h e  
f a c e  o f  t h e  c l i f f .  F a r  b e l o w  a  s e g m e n t  o f  t h e  
S n a k e  b o i l e d  d o w n  i n  a  f r e n z i e d  S  f r o m  
i n v i s i b i l e  H o m i n y  B a r .  P r e s e n t l y  t h e  t r a i l  
b e c a m e  a  v i r t u a l  s t a i r w a y ,  o n e  r o c k  s t e p  
a b o v e  a n o t h e r ,  e a c h  o n e  s l o p i n g  o u t ,  w i t h  a  
f l i m s y  c o p i n g  o f  s m a l l  s t o n e s  t o  m a r k  t h e  
e d g e .  
D i c k  c a l l e d ,  " D o n ' t  J e a n  t o w a r d  t h e  w a l l  
t h a t  w a y !  I f  y o u  c a n ' t  r i d e  s t r a i g h t ,  l e a n  o u t ! "  
L e a n  o u t !  I  h a r d l y  d a r e d  b r e a t h e  f o r  f e a r  
o f  c a p s i z i n g  B a b e ,  a n d  D i c k  w a n t e d  m e  t o  
l e a n  o u t !  I n  a n g u i s h  I  p r a y e d .  I f  I  w e n t  o f f  
t h i s  t r a i l ,  w h o  w o u l d  c a r e  f o r  m y  c h i l d r e n ?  
W h y  h a d  I  e v e r  l e f t  t h e m  a n y h o w ?  D e s p e r -
a t e l y  I  h o p e d  t h a t  i f  I  m a d e  i t  o v e r  t h e  r o c k  
t o  s a f e t y  t h e r e  w o u l d  b e  s o m e  o t h e r  w a y  t o  
g e t  h o m e ,  n o t  o v e r  t h i s  h a i r - r a i s i n g  h e i g h t .  
S u d d e n l y  t h e  t r a i l  w a s  a g a i n  a  t r a i l ,  l e a d i n g  
i n t o  a  b o u l d e r - s t r e w n  r e c e s s .  D i c k  s a i d ,  " G e t  
d o w n  a  m i n u t e .  N o w  y o u  s e e ,  i f  y o u r  h o r s e  
s l i p s  w h e n  y o u ' r e  l e a n i n g  i n ,  y o u r  w e i g h t  w i l l  
t h r o w  i t s  f e e t  o v e r  t h e  e d g e . "  
I  n o d d e d  d u m b l y .  H e  m o v e d  t o  w h e r e  h e  
c o u l d  l o o k  d o w n  o n  t h e  S n a k e .  " T h e y  s a y  
y o u  c a n  s p i t  i n t o  t h e  w a t e r  f r o m  h e r e .  I t ' s  
t h r e e  h u n d r e d  f e e t ,  I  g u e s s . "  
I  s t o o d  o n  t h e  l i p  o f  t h e  v o i d  a n d  t i m i d l y  
f l u n g  a  s t o n e ,  b u t  i t  v a n i s h e d .  
" Y o u ' r e  p a s t  t h e  h a r d  p a r t , "  D i c k  s a i d .  
B Y  R I V E R ' S  E D G E  
A f t e r  t h e  n o o n  d i s h e s  w e r e  d o n e ,  t h e  c h i l -
d r e n  w e r e  f r e e ;  a n d  l a t e r  I  h a d  m y  o n e  s u r e  
m o m e n t  i n  t h e  o p e n ,  w h e n  I  c r o s s e d  t h e  
c r e e k  t o  f e e d  t h e  c h i c k e n s  a n d  g a t h e r  t h e  
e g g s .  I f  t h e r e  w a s  s t i l l  t i m e  I  t o o k  t h e  k i d s  t o  
t h e  r i v e r ,  m e r e l y  t o  s c r a m b l e  a r o u n d  a m o n g  
t h e  b o u l d e r s  a n d  s e e  w h a t  w e  c o u l d  s e e .  
T h e r e  w e r e  a l w a y s  i n t e r e s t i n g  t r a c k s  a t  t h e  
w a t e r ' s  e d g e ,  a n d  o t h e r  s u r p r i s e s  i f  t h e  r i v e r  
w a s  h i g h ,  f o r  t h e  S n a k e  h a d  a l r e a d y  m a d e  i t s  
w a y  f o r  h u n d r e d s  o f  m i l e s ,  c o l l e c t i n g  t r i b u t e  
a s  i t  r a n .  O n c e  a  w h o l e  s t a i r c a s e  f l o a t e d  b y .  
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B r i d g e  t i m b e r s  w i t h  g r e a t  b o l t s  w e r e  n o t  
u n c o m m o n ,  a n d  i n  f l o o d  t i m e ,  t r e e s  w i t h  
t e r r i f y i n g  r o o t s  h u r t l e d  d o w n ,  s o m e t i m e s  
d i v i n g  u n d e r ,  t h e n  s h o o t i n g  o u t  o f  t h e  b o i l -
i n g  t i d e  f u r t h e r  b e l o w ,  e j e c t e d  b y  s o m e  u n -
s e e n  f o r c e .  
F I S H E R  O F  S T U R G E O N  
T h i s  w a s  t h e  y e a r  D e l l  b e c a m e  o u r  m a n .  
E a r l i e r  w e  h a d  o b s e r v e d  h i m  c o m i n g  a n d  
g o i n g  a s  h e  f i s h e d  f o r  s t u r g e o n  a l o n g  t h e  
r i v e r .  T o  m a r k e t  h i s  c a t c h ,  h e  h a d  t o  d e p e n d  
o n  t h e  b o a t ,  a n d  i t  i n  t u r n  d e p e n d e d  o n  t h e  
w e a t h e r  a n d  t h e  s t a g e  o f  t h e  r i v e r .  A  s i x - o r  
e i g h t - f o o t  s t u r g e o n  w a i t i n g  t o  b e  b u t c h e r e d  
c o u l d  b e  l e f t  t i e d  t o  t h e  w i l l o w s  l i k e  a  h o r s e  
h i t c h e d  t o  a  p o s t ,  b u t  n o t  f o r  v e r y  l o n g ;  a n d  
s o m e t i m e s  w h e n  t h e  b o a t  w a s  d e l a y e d  D e l l  
h a d  t o  r e l e a s e  h i s  f i s h .  
S t u r g e o n  a r e  u g l y .  T h e y  l o o k  l i k e  s h a r k s ,  
w i t h  t h e i r  h e a d s  t a k i n g  u p  a  l a r g e  p a r t  o f  
t h e i r  t o t a l  l e n g t h ,  t h e i r  m o u t h s  s e t  f a r  u n d e r  
t h e i r  s n o u t s  a n d  t h e i r  j a w s  o v e r h u n g  w i t h  
c r e e p y  w h i s k e r s  o f  f l e s h .  D o w n  t h e i r  b a c k s  
t h e y  e x h i b i t  s p i n y  d o r s a l  p l a t e s .  A  f e w  y e a r s  
e a r l i e r  s t u r g e o n s  t h a t  w o u l d  " f i l l  a  w a g o n  
b e d "  w e r e  o f t e n  r e p o r t e d  c a u g h t  i n  t h e  S n a k e ,  
a n d  I  s a w  o n e  t h a t  t h i r t y  p e o p l e  d i n e d  o n  f o r  
t h r e e  d a y s .  B u t  b y  t h i s  t i m e  a  s e v e n - o r  e i g h t -
f o o t e r  s e e m e d  v e r y  s a t i s f a c t o r y .  
G O O D B Y E  T O  K I R K W O O D  
O n  F r i d a y  m o r n i n g  t h e  s u n  c a m e  o u t  w i t h  
s p e c i o u s  p r o m i s e ,  a n d  t h o u g h  I  d i d  n o t  t r u s t  
i t ,  I  b e g a n  p u t t i n g  t h e  l a s t  t h i n g s  i n  t h e  b o x e s  
a n d  m a r k i n g  t h o s e  t h a t  m u s t  g o  o n  t h e  m u l e s  
a n d  s e t t i n g  a s i d e  t h o s e  t h a t  c o u l d  b e  s e n t  o u t  
l a t e r .  
S a t u r d a y  d a w n e d  w e a k  a n d  d e c e i t f u l ,  b u t  
I  w a s  r e s o l v e d  t o  g e t  a w a y  b e f o r e  t h e  r a i n  
c o u l d  m a k e  u p  i t s  m i n d .  B y  e i g h t  w e  w e r e  
r e a d y ,  w i t h  t h r e e  s o l i d l y  p a c k e d  m u l e s  a n d  
e n o u g h  s a d d l e - h o r s e s  f o r  e v e r y o n e .  
A s  w e  r o u n d e d  t h e  b e n d  t h a t  w o u l d  s h u t  
t h e  h o u s e  f r o m  v i e w ,  I  t o o k  n o  l a s t  l o o k ,  a n d  
t h e  c h i l d r e n  w e r e  n o t  t h i n k i n g  a b o u t  s u c h  a  
t h i n g .  A l o n g  t h e  c r e e k  t h e  w e t  t r e e s  
s p r i n k l e d  u s  a s  w e  b r u s h e d  t h r o u g h ,  b u t  t h e  
r a i n  w i t h h e l d ;  a n d  a f t e r  w e  s t a r t e d  u p  S u m a c  
G u l c h  t h e  t r a i l s  w e r e  a l m o s t  d r y .  W i t h  n o t  a  
s i n g l e  u n t o w a r d  h a p p e n i n g  a n d  w i t h  i n -
c r e a s i n g l y  b l a n d  s k i e s ,  w e  r e a c h e d  t h e  t o p .  
T h e  c a n y o n  w a s  d r o p p i n g  f a r t h e r  b e h i n d ,  
a n d  I  c o u l d  n o  l o n g e r  s e e  t h e  O r e g o n  r i m s ,  
b e c a u s e  o f  t h e  p i n e s  t h r o u g h  w h i c h  w e  r o d e .  
T h e  c h i l d r e n  a n d  I  w e r e  t h r o u g h  w i t h  t h e  
S n a k e  R i v e r ,  a n d  a s  s o o n  a s  w e  c o u l d  s e l l  t h e  
r a n c h  f o r  w h a t  i t  w a s  w o r t h ,  L e n  w o u l d  l e a v e  
i t ,  t o o .  
O u r  p e r i o d  i n  i s o l a t i o n  h a d  g i v e n  t h e  c h i l -
d r e n  r e s o u r c e f u l n e s s ,  a n d  p u t  a  c o l o r  i n t o  
t h e i r  c h i l d h o o d  t h a t  w o u l d  b e  h a r d  t o  b u y -
a t  l e a s t  L e n  a n d  I  b e l i e v e d  t h i s .  A l s o  w e  w e r e  
c o n f i d e n t  t h e y  c o u l d  a d j u s t  t h e m s e l v e s  w i t h -
o u t  g r e a t  p a i n  t o  p u b l i c  s c h o o l  a n d  l i f e  i n  
t o w n .  
O f  c o u r s e ,  w e ,  t h e i r  p a r e n t s ,  h a d  t a k e n  t h e  
c a n y o n  a d v e n t u r e  t o o  s e r i o u s l y .  B u t  o v e r -
s e r i o u s n e s s  a b o u t  w o r k  i s  n o t  s o  m u c h  a  f a u l t  
a s  i t  i s  a  s t a g e .  O u r  n e x t  a d v e n t u r e  m i g h t  b e  
l i g h t e r  i n  s p i r i t ,  b u t  i t  w o u l d  h a v e  t o  b e  
c o n n e c t e d ,  a s  t h i s  o n e  h a d  b e e n ,  w i t h  p r o -
d u c i n g  s o m e t h i n g .  O f  t h a t  w e  w e r e  b o t h  
s u r e .  0  
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